Introduction: "Federalism in Austria is something for the mind"
In his 2004 paper Austria a Federation without Federalism? the Canadian researcher Jan Erk stated that "the Austrian federation seems to work more as a unitary system because all political issues are set in a pan-Austrian frame of reference. This is because the federation lacks territorially based societal heterogeneity to sustain a principled commitment to federalism. Societal homogeneity induces a centralist political outlook at all levels of government which undermines the notion of self-rule in constituent units essential for federalism. (…) [T]he empirical evidence strongly suggests that the Austrian federation's centralist disposition stems from its social structure, not its formal constitution." (Erk 2004 : 20) Jan Erk does not stand alone with this assessment; even in Austria. In the context of the discussion about the reform of Austrian federalism, Ewald Wiederin characterized Austrian citizens" attitudes towards federalism as follows: "One is not a federalist when it comes to factual issues but for the mind." 1 (Wiederin 2004: 58) . This statement implies that federalism is deeply rooted in Austrian citizens" minds and that they value the existence of the nine Länder. Yet, Austrians are not particularly fond of asymmetric federalism which results in different laws and standards throughout the country.
According to Wiederin Austrians prefer a unitary federation without federal competition among the Länder.
Peter Bußjäger argues that Austrian federalism is a matter of mentality (Bußjäger 2002: 149) . According to Bußjäger, citizens approve unitary living conditions in the whole country while simultaneously supporting the notion that important matters of legislation remain within the jurisdiction of the Länder. Presently this paradox seems to shape Austrian federalism. But is it really true? Is there any empirical evidence that substantiates this thesis? 1 "Föderalist ist man nicht in der Sache, sondern für das Gemüt."
A Survey on Austrian citizens' federal values: A research project conducted by the Institute of Federalism a. Introductory remarks on Austrian federalism
Austria is a federation on the basis of the Federal Constitution (B-VG) from 1920. This allowed for an interesting comparison between Austrian and German poll results.
Results of the survey conducted by the Institute of Federalism a. Emotional attachment to the Länder
In public discussion, "Europe" is used as an argument against federalism (in Austria):
The involvement of the Austrian federation in the European multi-level system raises the question of whether, as a comparatively small member state, the federal system should be maintained. Even though the abolishment of federalism is not the main topic in the present debate, the fact that both the Länder as well as the national government have lost competencies and autonomy due to EU-membership, is used as an argument for further centralization. This is an important paradigm shift vis-à-vis reform efforts in the years preceding the accession to the EU (structural reform of competencies).
In the framework of the institute"s project the following statement was put forward:
"We do not need the Länder anymore, because the EU und the Federation are dealing with the really important matters."
The results are as follows: It is of special interest to compare the results of this survey with the ones from Germany. The acceptance of the Austrian Länder is in the federal average 79.3 per cent. This appears to be very high; in any case higher than in Germany (75%).
This result suggests that the existence of the Länder is deeply rooted in the identity and consciousness of the citizens.
Differences among the citizens in the Länder are relatively small: The degree of acceptance is highest in Upper Austria and Vorarlberg with 84.1 percent or 83.6 percent respectively and lowest in Salzburg (73.0%) and Styria (74.1%). In the past it has often been argued that there is a west-east divide in federal values. The results now show no significant difference between the Austrian Länder. Not even the capital Vienna differs considerably (74.4%).
The project also inquired about citizens" emotional attachment to the Länder compared with other levels of the state.
In 2009 the Austrians answered this question as follows: All levels 2%
No level 2%
With regard to Germany, the following differences appear to be noteworthy: In comparison with Germany, Austrians have a stronger feeling of emotional attachment as far as the Länder are concerned. With regard to the local level, this sentiment is significantly weaker. Identification with Europe but also with Austria is significantly stronger.
One reason for this strong emotional attachment to the Länder could be seen in the fact that 66 percent of the Austrian people still live in the Land in which they were born. This also holds true for Germany (70%) even though one needs to consider that the German Land Bavaria alone covers the same territory as the entire country of Austria! The significant difference vis-à-vis the Federation is striking (2.9), even though it is still considered to perform better than its German counterpart (3.4). The EU"s work is graded with 3.2 in Austria as opposed to 3.4 in Germany and is therefore also better. This comes as a surprise since the Eurobarometer data usually ranks Austrians higher than Germans with regard to EU scepticism.
One further explanation of the positive appraisal of the Länder´s work is that at Länder level government activities seem to appear more continiously in contrast to government activities on the federal level. The fact that Austria had four different federal governments over the last ten years may also contribute to this notion.
c. Austrians wish to keep the status quo
Furthermore, respondents were asked which level of governance should have more influence in the future. The results did not vary much: Obviously, citizens wish that cities and municipalities, which are the levels of governance closest to them, should attain considerably more influence and power (69.7%).
There is a majority of 58.7 per cent wishing to strengthen role of the Länder.
However, there are more citizens prefering to strengthen the Federation (67.0%).
Strengthening the role of the EU ranks lowest with 57.9 per cent.
It can be argued that the federal level is appreciated more in times of crisis. Yet, the relatively low differences in the assessment indicates insecurity of the population and suggests that people tend to be averse to change. Even though the majority seems to prefer a strengthening of all levels, the result can be considered as a plea for the status quo. Admittedly: At municipal level the number of people who desire the strengthening of the municipalities is especially high. It is doubtful that these poll results provide an argument for centralisation on the federal level. It might be rather supposed that the Austrians do not oppose comparable standards in Europe. The results also express a readiness for solidarity.
d. Demand for active role of the Länder
The tendency of preserving the status quo and the reluctance towards change is supported by the following results: While an active role of the Länder is perceived as veto politics, the majority of Austrians are not convinced that the Länder interfere excessively.
The statement "The Länder interfere too strongly in federal politics" is rejected by a total of 73.1 percent. Federation and Länder has so far worked fairly well in this regard.
e. Support of co-operative federalismrefusal of competitive federalism
Juridical differentiations are essential elements of federal systems. Nine different jurisdictions only make sense if they have legal differences. In contrast uniform and harmonised or standardised land law delegitimizes federalism.
In both Germany and Austria the trend towards a unitary federation has been observed for many years. In a unitary federation differentiation is levelled to a great extent while the federal institutions are preserved.
Some aspects of competitive federalism were introduced to the unitary federal state. In competitive federalism subnational entities appear as independent actors and compete as locations for enterprises, jobs, settlement-willing citizens with suitable tax achievement, or educational institutions. They compete with the instrument which is available to them, namely the right. The high support for solidarity among the Länder does not come by surprise. It corresponds with the results obtained among the German population.
Common action is not only preferred among the Länder but also with regard to the federal level. The statement "With big challenges, such as climate change or health reform, I wish for a common action of Federation and Länder" is supported by 97 per cent while only three per cent do not call for unified action. Again, this result corresponds with the essential preferences outlined in the German survey. However, this also means a refusal of unilateral action by the Federation. People value cooperative federalism in important matters of politics.
The population"s demand for competition in different areas is of special interest. A distinction was made between administrative reform, education, health and taxes.
Particularly in the area of fiscal federalism, a rejection of competition is recognizebale. In contrast to this finding, as was to be expected, there is much acceptance for expenditure cuts in the area of public administration. The response to this question is that stagnation is always hazardous as it neglects the need for modernizing the federal system. Moreover long term unitarian and cooperative federalism are endangering the autonomy of the Länder and are undermining the idea of federalism.
Federal values and political culture
However, there is a third way beyond unitarianism and cooperative federalism: the concept of innovative or learning-federalism. According to this notion, differentiation among the Länder does not primarily work by promoting competition but rather in the sense of a system of entities in which the states learn from each other and may adopt solutions that have been successful elsewhere. Promoting innovative federalism will be a future challenge, if the Länder want to liberate themselves from the pressure of uniform standards.
Summary
The result of the survey "Federal Consciousness of Austrian Citizens" has confirmed the thesis that Austrian federalism is characterized by a paradox: On the one hand, citizens value the existing federal structure, but on the other hand they oppose competition among the Länder. They strongly prefer the current system of cooperative federalism with its mixed and intransparent structures.
Federalism in Austria faces the challenge to convince citizens of the values of differentiation among the legal systems which comprise this comparatively small country. One of the main problems might be seen in the fact that political leaders in the Länder are not willing to take over more autonomy and more responsibility for their own decisions. Politicians of all levels of government believe in cooperative federalism with all its consequences.
It appears to be time for a re-construction of Austrian federalism by applying the concept of differentiated, innovative federalism. This, however, seems to require the change of political leaders" and citizens" minds alike.
